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SUMMARY 
Recent research by the authors indicates that expectations about work as well as individual and 
organizational work practices are changing, and these changes are likely to have an increasing 
impact on the recruiting and retention of civilians in the U.S. Navy.1 Human Resource (HR) 
practices have been evolving to accommodate these changes in the business and social 
environments. Leadership onboarding, the process by which new leaders are brought into their 
roles, is now recognized as one of the most important ways that organizations can improve the 
effectiveness of their talent management systems. Using a systematic, narrative literature 
review and interviews of subject matter experts, this study investigates onboarding practices 
for civilian leaders. The study describes how onboarding activities can align with the 
organizations goals for what makes a ‘good’ leader and with the specific objectives of the 
onboarding practice. Recommended activities for developing transformational leaders include 
stakeholder engagement, mentoring, and leader assimilation activities. Interviews indicated 
that participating industry organizations did not align their activities with modern leadership 
goals but had a number of recommendations for improving the implementation of their 
onboarding programs. 
BACKGROUND 
Executive onboarding, as defined by the Office of Personnel Management (OPM), is “the 
acquiring, accommodating, assimilating and accelerating of new leaders into the organizational 
culture and business.”2 This study identifies recommended practices for leadership onboarding 
by first examining the role of leadership in organizations and then by exploring in-use and 
perceived industry best practices for onboarding new leaders.  
LEADERSHIP 
To identify recommended practices for onboarding new leaders, the study team first identified 
the characteristics and desired effects of “good” leadership. Over the years, definitions of 
leadership have evolved. Northouse, in his book Leadership: Theory and Practice, describes this 
progression.3 Northouse notes that early in the 20th century, views of leadership focused 
primarily on the control and centralization of power. As the century progressed, views of 
leadership changed, and by mid-century the focus of the concept of leadership shifted from 
power dynamics to group influence. By the 1970s, the concept of leadership broadened from an 
individual leader’s influence on others to encompass the development of organizational behavior 
and goals. In the 1980s, researchers there was an explosion of views on the nature of 
leadership—the leader as strongman, the leader as a noncoercive influencer, leadership as a set 
of traits, and finally, leadership as a transformational process. An ongoing debate about whether 
leadership and management are separate processes continues, and the literature includes many 
discussions about how leadership and management interact.  
 
In the 21st century, researchers now view leadership as highly contextual: the demands of 
EXECUTUVE ONBOARDING 
RECOMMENDED PRACTICES FOR DEVELOPING HIGH VALUE LEADERS 
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leadership emerge from the organization and the socio-political context and that context shapes 
what a leader should become. These newer “emergent” leadership approaches often focus on the 
relational components of context, that is, how leadership arises in relationships. In “authentic” 
leadership, leaders emphasize openness and honesty; in spiritual leadership, leaders draw on a 
sense of calling and membership to motivate others; in servant leadership, leaders focus on 
supporting followers’ needs; in adaptive leadership, leaders help followers confront and solve 
problems. Followership flips the emphasis and puts the spotlight on followers. Finally, in 
discursive leadership, leaders focus on communication and negotiation. For the purposes of this 
paper, we define leadership simply as a process in which an individual influences a group of 
individuals to achieve a common goal. As Northouse notes, this definition presents leadership as 
a process rather than a set of skills, emphasizes the role of influence rather than control, focuses 
on common rather than individual goals, and places leadership in a rich, interpersonal context.  
 
This modern view of leadership is what Burns calls “transformational leadership.”4 
Transformational leaders aim to transform the organization from within, by focusing on aligning 
organizational goals with individual motives and values. The concept of transformational 
leadership is especially relevant when applying the processes of onboarding to new executives. 
Bradt and Tavis5 argue that onboarding is actually a key act of transformational leadership 
because new leaders as well as employees must assimilate into teams and organizations in order 
to improve those organizations. Bradt and Tavis conclude that to enhance the development of 
transformational leaders, organizations must commit to their onboarding practices. 
GOVERNMENT LEADERSHIP 
In the federal government, the most typical route for Senior Executive Service (SES) is from an 
internal promotion from a middle manager position General schedule (GS) 14 rank or 
equivalent.)6 In fact, over 75% of SES come from a previous federal service position.7 Because 
of this, it is difficult to target specific job rankings as “leadership” positions. In addition, given 
that leadership is a relational process of influencing people, it can exist at any level. These facts 
reinforce the idea that leadership onboarding is part of a larger leader development process. 
 
For the federal government, leader development and retention are a challenge. According to the 
OPM, 16% of SES members failed to complete their initial one-year probationary period 
successfully because of performance significantly below expectations.8 The OPM attributes this 
outcome to a failure to establish a cultural fit, a failure to build teamwork with staff and peers, a 
lack of clarity about performance expectations, a lack of political savvy, or a lack of a strategic 
formal process of assimilation. Recognizing the need for strong leader support, the OPM has 
addressed these issues by creating a well-developed onboarding program that includes a one-year 
development process, an onboarding roadmap and checklist for SES, and access to the Federal 
Executive Institute.9 However, a recent survey of leaders by the OPM found that only half were 
satisfied with this process and more than one-third said they received no onboarding at all.10 The 
survey showed that agencies are inconsistent in relaying pertinent information and rely on time-
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challenged supervisors to facilitate the onboarding process. Other weaknesses include a lack of 
adequate information on the agency strategy and personnel policies, cultural gaps and lack of 
knowledge of informal rules, and an overall poor approach to general environmental analysis. 
Although survey respondents viewed executive coaching as effective, only 18% of new leaders 
were offered or used a coach.  
 
To address these issues, in August 2018, three government employee advocacy groups called for 
specific solutions to strengthen the federal service at the leadership level.11 The advocacy groups 
continue to call for agencies to provide consistent onboarding and urge agencies to create 
comprehensive onboarding programs that introduce leaders to their agency’s strategic priorities, 
support the development of important intra-agency and stakeholder relationships, create 
development opportunities, and establish clear performance expectations. The consortium also 
calls for ongoing leadership development programs and recommends rotation programs, joint duty 
assignments, and cross sector collaborations to help develop a unified government perspective. 
NAVY CIVILIAN LEADERSHIP 
In the Navy, there are a number of options for onboarding and leadership development. First, the 
OPM programs discussed previously are open to Navy civilians (upon request from their 
supervisor). Second, Senior Executive Development classes are offered on demand. The Navy 
continuum includes five core leadership competencies. This continuum is built upon the OPM’s 
Guide to Senior Executive Service Qualifications. The five competencies are leading self, leading 
team/projects, leading people, leading organization/programs, and leading the institution.12 
 
Although the Navy’s leadership development processes are well respected, there are 
opportunities for improvement. In 2017, a Civilian Executive Onboarding Pilot Program called 
for improving current onboarding practices and recommended following many of the OPM 
practices.13 The study team’s interviews with Navy Senior level positions 
(SES, scientific and professional (ST), senior level (SL), and GS 14-15) 
indicate that employees are aware of most of these Navy resources. 
However, the extent to which these resources are used varies by community 
and organization. Challenges in onboarding identified by our interviews 
with Navy civilian leadership include a lack of clear direction and 
prioritization by management, inconsistent processes, overly intense 
training cycles, and a lack of resources. Although the Navy has a Senior 
Executive Development process, it is not universally implemented. Admiral 
Richardson, the chief Navy officer, has called for developing Navy-wide 
guidance for Navy civilian acculturation that provides “a consistent 
approach to acclimating civilians to our Navy mission and culture; creating a structure for 
effectively developing civilian leaders through experience, education, training, and personal 
development; and educating uniformed military members and civilians on effective personnel 
management.”14 
"It’s been on our 
radar for a 
while, you know, 
having the 
resources and 
the time to 
actually do it, to 
develop it, to 
implement it, 
that would be my 
magic wand.” 
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OUTCOMES OF SUCCESSFUL LEADERSHIP 
To assess the effectiveness of leadership programs, it is important to identify what makes a 
“good” leader. Richard Bolden and others from the Centre for Leadership Studies have identified 
a number of outcomes associated with successful leadership.15 These outcomes, as shown in 
Figure 1 and described in the paragraphs that follow, cross the full spectrum of an organization 
and include four areas of impact: personal, strategic, culture, and relationships. These outcomes 
provide criteria for assessing the effectiveness of executive onboarding programs; that is, a 




 Figure 1: Outcomes of Successful Leadership  
 
Personnel strength. “An organization is only as strong as its people” is an often-heard 
statement. Personnel outcomes associated with successful leadership include employees’ 
personal productivity, skill competence, self-awareness, and ability to think strategically, and 
lower organizational turnover rates. Successful onboarding programs must prepare leaders to 
develop skilled and committed employees. Leaders need to develop individual leadership skills 
such as communication, ethics, problem-solving, conflict management, and resilience. They 
must also develop competence in setting career goals, establishing continual learning processes, 
and understanding personal work preferences and attitudes. In Navy terminology, leaders must 

























Page 9 of 32 
 
Strategic success. Strategic outcomes associated with successful leadership include profitability, 
reduced wastage, customer satisfaction, and innovation. Successful onboarding programs must 
prepare leaders for strategic leadership activities, including determining risks and problem areas, 
articulating and building consensus on the vision, considering improvements in organizational 
structure, identifying early wins, and aligning with senior leadership. The Navy refers to the 
skills associated with strategic outcomes as “Leading Program” and “Leading Institutions.”17 
 
Culture. Organizational culture plays an influential role in highly functioning organizations. 
Organizational outcomes associated with a strong culture include shared values, lower resistance 
to change, increased productivity, decreased absenteeism, and willingness to work overtime. In a 
2015 survey by McKinsey, when asked in retrospect what leaders might do differently, 
executives said they would have acted much more quickly in putting their teams in place and 
would have put more effort into understanding the organizational culture.18 Successful 
onboarding programs must prepare leaders to accomplish cultural integration activities such as 
understanding normal protocols and building an environment of safe question asking and ethical 
behavior. In the Navy, cultural integration is tied to “Leading Teams” but is not specifically 
called out.19 
 
Strong relationships. Researchers and leaders often identify strong relationships as key to 
organizational performance. Organizational outcomes associated with strong relationships 
include increased accountability, high levels of employee engagement, efficient teamwork, and 
ongoing feedback and situational awareness. Successful onboarding programs must prepare 
leaders for relationship-building activities including communicating with key stakeholders, 
peers, and superiors; meeting with direct reports and staff; developing competence in others; and 
joining in networking activities. The Navy describes these activities as “Leading People” and 
“Leading Teams.”20 
 
To prepare leaders to successfully accomplish the activities that lead to outcomes associated with 
successful leadership, organizations require a robust executive onboarding process—one that 
goes beyond basic orientation activities. A white paper by the Human Capital Institute discusses 
the importance of differentiating between orientation and onboarding: “Onboarding is more than 
orientation,” states Peyton Daniel, senior managing director of Talent Development and 
Coaching Practice Leader at DBM. “It is part of an overall talent development strategy and 
includes a process for providing a range of integrated, well-planned, and highly tailored support 
for both external new hires and internally promoted employees.”21 
  
Page 10 of 32 
 
A MODEL FOR EVALUATING EXECUTIVE ONBOARDING 
Onboarding research shows that organizations have broad goals for leadership, which 
onboarding programs can help meet. Figure 2 shows examples of leader activities related to both 
organizational goals and onboarding objectives. Organizational goals (on the left axis) are the 
outcomes that are known to lead to the success of new leaders. These goals range from 
administrative goals (e.g., ensuring compliance with policies and procedures across the 
organization) to transformative goals (e.g., building a strong culture and relationships). On the 
bottom axis, onboarding objectives are what HR professionals seek to accomplish with their 
onboarding programs. These objectives are along a continuum from functionally focused (e.g., 
orienting new leaders) to relationally focused objectives (e.g., developing a support system for a 
new executive). The table also shows examples of leader activities related to these organizational 
goals and onboarding objectives (e.g., setting up logistics).  
 
  
FIGURE 2: Organizational Goals, Onboarding Objectives, And Participant Activities 
 
Deciding which leader activities should be involved in an onboarding program relies on a clear 
understanding of your organizational goals and the specific objectives for your onboarding 
program. Looking more closely at the organizational goals on the vertical axis, we see a wide 
range of options for implementing onboarding. 
 
Compliance is the most administrative form of onboarding and consists of practices built to 
satisfy fulfilment of the organization’s policies and procedures. Compliance goals are the most 
administratively focused organizational goal that onboarding programs support. Compliance 
activities range from the most functional (‘setting up logistics’) to the more relational activities 
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(‘introductory meetings with direct reports and supervisors’).  
 
Skill development of leaders helps organizations create a uniquely skilled workforce to achieve 
their missions. Learning administrative ‘procedures’ is an example of a functionally focused 
leader activity that helps meet the skill development goal at the most basic level. Taking 
‘leadership classes’ however is an example of a relationally focused participant objective that 
helps meets the skill development goal.  
 
Personal growth of leaders helps organizations develop leader attitudes and qualities. 
Establishing ‘personal development’ goals is an example of a functionally focused leader activity 
that supports the personal growth goal, while exploring one’s personal ‘interaction style’ and 
acting on ‘external coaching’ are examples of more relational objectives that support personal 
growth.  
 
Strategy, the development of tactics for attaining specific results, drives organizational success 
and is a key function of the leadership role. Setting personal ‘performance measures’ is an 
example of a functional leader activity that helps orient leaders to their required responsibilities. 
Conducting a ‘stakeholder analysis’ and connecting with ‘senior leaders’, however, are examples 
of strategic activities that are focused more on the interactions and relationships between 
individuals. 
 
Culture awareness can help new leaders understand, assimilate into, or transform an 
organization’s culture. Understanding ‘social norms’ is an example of a functional leader activity 
that focuses on providing a deeper understanding of an organization’s values and behaviors. 
However, if deeper relationships are desired, leader activities can focus on stakeholder and 
executive engagement by participating in ‘cross-functional teams’ or ‘peer support’ groups.  
 
Relationship building supports strong connections, which are a core attribute of successful 
leadership under the transformational leader model. Looking at the model in Figure 2, we see 
‘scheduling ongoing meetings’ as an example of a functionally focused leader activity that 
supports relationship building. In comparison, a more relational approach calls for leaders to 
identify and connect with ‘key stakeholders’, ‘receive feedback’, and support ‘strategic 
communication’ with internal and external stakeholders. The CNO, in comments at the opening 
of the College of Leadership and Ethics at the Naval War College, recently called for an even 
stronger focus on the relational objectives, asking that organizations establish ‘internal 
advocates’ as part of the onboarding process.22 
 
The model described above shows how onboarding activities can be shaped to align with the 
organization’s view of leadership and to support the full range of onboarding objectives. For 
example, a comprehensive approach to leadership onboarding would include activities across the 
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spectrum—meeting both functional and relational objectives and supporting administrative and 
transformative goals. However, looking at the lower quadrant of organizational goals and 
onboarding objectives, you can see that onboarding activities for leaders are indistinguishable 
from general onboarding activities. In fact, many of the leadership onboarding practices and 
activities described by subject matter experts in industry are at these lower extremes. The Navy, 
however, calls for a more robust and transformational onboarding process for Navy civilians: 
“Accelerate assimilation, clarify performance goals, speedup transitions, increase commitment to 
the total force, understand the cultural and political landscape, identify stakeholders, build 
relationships, and aid individual development.”23   
FINDINGS 
This study investigates how industry is conducting leadership onboarding. Research on industry 
practices and interviews with over 75 industry professionals identified common leader 
performance gaps, the challenges that organizations face, and recommended practices for 
successful executive onboarding. 
COMMON LEADER PERFORMANCE GAPS 
Onboarding is designed to assist a new leader’s assimilation to an organization. Past research has 
identified common leadership performance gaps that affect new leaders’ assimilation into 
organizations. These include insufficient skills and knowledge, ineffective strategies, a failure to 
coalesce teams, poor cultural integration, failure to adapt, and ego dominance. Interviews with 
industry subject matter experts highlighted these gaps. 
 
Insufficient skills and knowledge are a common cause for executive 
failures. Delay in learning about the new organization,24 poor job 
alignment,25 and failure to combine reflective learning with real-world 
application26 are sources of difficulty. 
 
Ineffective strategies for success often plague new leaders. The lack of 
a realistic strategy results in leaders attempting too much27 and failing to 
focus their efforts and measure results.28 
 
Failure to coalesce teams can impede a leader’s ability to achieve his or 
her goals. Common struggles include difficulties coalescing the 
executive team,29 failure to build teamwork,30 and challenges managing 
existing underperforming teams.31 
 
Poor cultural integration is the most often cited cause of new leadership 
failures. Often new leaders overlook the cultural context and fail to tailor 
their efforts to the ethos of the new organization.32 Unsuccessful new 
“There’s a skills 
gap for those 




“Onboarding as a 
team gets them all 
thinking along the 
same lines … then 
when they get 
back they can 
start execution a 
lot faster.” 
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leaders often fail to align with stakeholder expectations and individual 
styles in the new organization.33 As a result, these leaders fail to be 
inspired and fail to lead and inspire others.34 
 
Failure to adapt is another factor that causes leaders to struggle. When 
new leaders assume that their new role is the same as their last, or when 
new leaders are overshadowed by successful predecessors, they may find 
themselves struggling to integrate into their new roles.35 
 
Ego dominance is a common pitfall for executives; building leaders’ 
emotional intelligence is key to their success. Arrogance and a belief that 
one has the “answer”36 can reduce trust37 and can result in a leader 
becoming isolated38 and underestimating the strength of employee 
mindsets.39 
LEADERSHIP ONBOARDING IN INDUSTRY 
The study team interviewed over 75 industry HR professionals. Questions solicited 
organizational goals and which practices were valued and utilized. The interviews resulted in a 
summary of onboarding program goals (shown in Figure 3) and in-use and recommended 
practices and activities for achieving goals. Participants also assessed the relative value of 
different executive onboarding practices and activities and identified leader performance gaps 
and onboarding gaps and enablers.  
 
Figure 3: Industry onboarding practices do not align with  
modern leadership  goals  
 
“When we are in 
situations that are 
triggering, 
anything we have 
learned goes off 
line and the 
amygdala takes 
over, and we have 
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ONBOARDING PRACTICES AND ACTIVITIES 
We asked industry professionals to identify their organizations’ in-use 
onboarding practices and activities, as well as the recommended best 
practices and activities of their industry. As shown in Figure 4, most of the 
professionals interviewed for this study stated that their organizations 
engaged in at least one onboarding activity for senior leaders and that 
these activities primarily targeted compliance goals and administrative 
objectives (e.g., employee orientation). Only about half of the participants 
mentioned practices and activities associated with more transformative 
goals. This data suggests that industry onboarding practices are focused 
primarily on administrative goals and that industry often neglects modern 
leader development opportunities.. 
This focus on low level administrative objectives is congruent with older 





Figure 4: In-Use vs. Recommended Practices in Industry 
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whether they feel 
like they can 
contribute, and 
their ideas feel 
validated.” 
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SUMMARY: LEADERSHIP ONBOARDING IN INDUSTRY 
Industry organizations’ onboarding goals were not aligned with their leadership development 
goals and they did not have robust measures of effect. First, although participants stated that 
cultural integration was one of their organizations’ main onboarding goals, few organizations 
engaged in the onboarding practices and activities most closely associated with cultural 
integration—action planning, stakeholder engagement, and mentoring. There was also a notably 
weak focus on strategic thinking. Second, only 41% of participants knew how their company 
measured the results of onboarding practices. Companies who did measure outcomes employed 
various methods, including climate surveys, engagement surveys, and exit interviews. Climate 
surveys were the most commonly mentioned measurement tool. Some 
participants contrasted climate and engagement surveys, explaining that 
climate surveys attempt to measure the morale of an organization, focusing 
on safety and ethics, while engagement surveys gauge whether the employee 
feels challenged, fulfilled, and ultimately, happy at work. Additionally, some companies apply 
the Employee Net Promoter Score (ENPS) used to measure employee loyalty and commitment. 
This score is derived from the question, “On a scale of 1-10, How likely are you to recommend 
this organization as a good place to work?” According to participants, in compiling the answers 
to similar questions, companies can gauge what employees think of their organizations. Only one 
participant noted that their company measured time to productivity, which was tracked in their 
90-days interview. Exit interviews seemed to be the last resort for many companies. These 
interviews, conducted with employees who are leaving the organization, are the organization’s 
final attempt to understand why they failed to retain these employees. None of the participants 
mentioned measuring onboarding practices in the context of leadership development.  
 
The interviews suggest that organizations either do not have a clear understanding of how to 
develop transformational leaders or they are limited by organizational pressures. This was 
corroborated by some of the longer interviews with executive coaches who indicated that most 
HR departments that they interacted with did not have robust onboarding processes for 
executives. Our literature review and interviews identified four limitations hindering executive 
onboarding programs and six areas for improvement. 
LIMITATIONS IN INDUSTRY LEADERSHIP ONBOARDING  
Interviews revealed challenges that limit the implementation of executive onboarding. As one 
Fortune 100 business consultant stated, “I mean every client I have worked with, I don’t know 
anybody that does it well. I don’t know anybody that does it in a way that produces the desired 
outcome.” Our interviews indicate that onboarding programs are limited by four factors: 
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ONBOARDING CURRICULUM is often developed by HR departments and includes a range of 
onboarding activities. A common guideline used for developing managers is the 70-20-10 rule, 
which identifies three types of experiences necessary for building leaders: challenging 
assignments (70%), developmental relationships (20%), and coursework and training (10%). 
Even though the intent is to focus on the 70-20 ratio, many of the participants we spoke with 
indicated that their organizations struggled to support assignment and relationship activities: 
“You’ve got the people working on the 10 with the programmatic side and what we, as talent 
managers, are trying to do is really lean in and build the muscles around the 70/20. … It’s 
basically a culture shift that we need to do; historically, we have always looked at talent very 
programmatically.” Onboarding activities are also usually designed as one-
size-fits-all and not tailored to individuals’ needs. This includes the timing 
of training as well as the content, which is often not appropriate for the new 
leader nor delivered at the right time. One employee described it as a 
firehose: “It’s like you are brand new to the organization and being force fed 
with a firehose for two days.”  
 
TIME PRESSURES affect both HR departments and new leaders. HR 
departments often don’t have the time or resources to develop or implement 
leadership onboarding programs. HR wants to get executives started right 
away so that “they can take action,” and new senior leaders often do not feel 
they have the time to stop and learn: “I feel like I’m too busy to train 
because I have all these operational needs in front of me.” 
 
LACK OF RESOURCES can be an additional obstacle in onboarding. Often, 
departmental budgets and lack of personnel prevent full implementation of 
onboarding processes. In addition, many smaller companies lack the tools 
to develop their employees efficiently. 
 
LACK OF SUPPORT is the underlying cause of most of the reported 
difficulties in building an effective onboarding program. Incumbent senior 
leadership often does not provide adequate resources or encouragement for 
the learning cycle. Organizations expect new leaders to hit the ground 
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RECOMMENDATIONS 
Industry publications and our interviews surfaced a number of recommendations for instituting 
and managing onboarding programs for senior leadership. Quality onboarding programs focus on 
six areas: personal learning, interpersonal relations, organizational support, organizational 
strategies, cultural alignment, and supporting technology tools. Figure 6 summarizes these best 
practices. 
 
Figure 6: Industry best practices 
SUPPORT PERSONAL DEVELOPMENT 
Industry executive onboarding programs often assume that personal development has already 
occurred. Developing leadership skills is in fact an ongoing process that begins with the 
individual’s first position and continues throughout their work life. These 
skills include thinking strategically about the organization, developing a 
learning plan that supports their new role and strategy, being adaptable to 
the new environment, and ensuring that they bring their authentic selves to 
the leadership role.  
 
Personal leadership skills that are important and include being able to think 
strategically and creating action plans and metrics that support strong 
organizational performance.40,41 Thinking strategically includes being able 
to diagnose the organization and maintain a broad perspective. This 
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includes making personal action plans to 
accomplish strategic goals. Personal action 
plans should include a broad range of plans—
personal, organizational, and strategic. Enacting 
a strategy requires that the individual leader be 
both adaptive and authentic. An adaptive leader 
must be able to balance confidence and 
openness to new ideas with a critical eye, 
conducting ongoing and systematic assessments 
of the organization and its stakeholders.42 
Authentic leadership requires a leader to be 
transparent, visible, approachable, and open to 
others’ ideas. For authentic leadership, listening, 
observing, and asking questions is essential and 
helps leaders not only manage first impressions 
but also build high-performing teams. Authentic 
leadership communicates expectations, builds 
trust, and connects with direct reports and team 
leaders.43 
STRENGTHEN INTERPERSONAL INTERACTIONS 
The first, and perhaps the most important, 
enabler for senior leaders (and perhaps all 
employees) is onboarding support that improves 
their ability to effectively interact with internal 
and external stakeholders. Onboarding programs 
that support leaders’ ability to connect, 
communicate, and partner with their 
stakeholders are key to success.44 Onboarding 
activities that build connections include helping 
new leaders identify and engage the right 
people, assisting leaders in establishing useful 
relationships, and helping leaders build a strong 
political network.45 New leader communications 
should focus on clarifying expectations and 
mapping authorities so that stakeholders 
understand their leadership approach, goals, and 
personal preferences.46 Onboarding activities 
should also support leaders in executing their 
vision. This includes building their team, then 
NEW LEADER ASSIMILATION PROCESS 
The first step, the launch, begins with a mutual agreement on the purpose, 
outcomes, scope, and approach. Since executives often have anxiety about 
the process, it is important at this stage to identify the leader’s tolerance 
for ambiguity, risk, and control and establish ground rules for the process. 
The following are common questions:  
What factors led you to this role? 
What are your initial impressions? 
What is a “burning” question? 
What most excites you? 
What are your hopes? 
What is your leadership style? 
What are your management beliefs and values? 
What are your preferences/idiosyncrasies/hot buttons? 
What is something that others may not know about you?  
 
Phase two begins with one-hour interviews with direct reports to 
encourage candor and build trust. The interviews are non-attributional but 
summarized in a report to the leader. Questions: 
Tell me about your current role? 
What are the key organizational challenges and opportunities? 
What are suggestions for meeting the challenges? 
If you were in your new boss’s role, what would be your top two 
priorities? 
What do you know about your boss? Don’t know? Would like to know? 
What would you like your new boss to know about you? About the 
team? 
What do you expect from your new leader that will help you be effective? 
What are your hopes & concerns about your new boss coming into 
this? 
What are some of your expectations of him/her? 
What advice might you have to assist your boss in being successful?  
 
After the interviews with the executive staff are completed, the facilitator 
summarizes their notes and analyzes the information. 
 
In phase three, the facilitator reviews the information with the new leader, 
adding their own perceptions of the interviewees while managing the 
client’s anxiety, defensiveness, and possible anger. They also need to help 
prepare them for their responses and an appropriate level of self-disclosure 
and transparency. 
 
Step four is a team feedback and working session where the group works 
together to reach consensus on achieving the desired outcomes. This is 
often a lengthy process to allow the group to develop their own distinctive 
group processes. This includes providing a space for divergent discussions, 
excursions from the agenda topics, attempts at coalition building, and 
member bonding. Ground rules help set the teams shared responsibility and 
establish group norms.    
 
The final step is a follow-up session with the facilitator and leader to review 
the leader’s reactions and to highlight what was learned. At this time, they 
also plan how the new leader will report back to his/her boss. There may be 
additional meetings. 
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building a vision collaboratively to gain alignment. 
 
An example of an effective method for executive team building is the New Leader Assimilation 
Process (see sidebar).47 Several interviewees mentioned this process as the most powerful 
onboarding activity. As described by Ira Levin, it is a five-step process that is facilitated by an 
external consultant. The purpose is rapid assimilation into the organization’s executive team and 
culture and the empowerment of direct reports. 
DEVELOP ORGANIZATIONAL SUPPORT 
A second area of onboarding is directed at developing the organizational support necessary for a 
robust onboarding program. Activities in this area include starting onboarding before the first 
day, making onboarding a strategic focus, centralizing and customizing onboarding activities, 
and focusing on essential leadership skills.  
 
First, interviewees suggested that onboarding begins before the first 
day. This includes selecting candidates who have the prerequisite skills, 
creating a pipeline of future talent, and sharing expectations during the 
recruitment phase.48 The organization should also include pre-boarding 
planning that minimizes the amount of administrative work that is 
required in the important first days.49  
 
Second, maintaining a tight focus on organizational strategy is 
essential for the success of new leadership. Onboarding practices should 
therefore establish mission-critical goals and prioritize role transitions in 
order to support new business strategies.50 HR departments should 
involve top executives in the transition and make formal announcements 
connecting the new leaders to the business strategy that drove their 
selection.51 
 
Third, the literature and our interviews suggest centrally managing talent while customizing 
activities for new leaders. Centralized processes include the use of functional checklists and the 
use of ongoing assessments, feedback, and performance appraisal metrics.52 At the same time, 
the organization should support customization that allows individual leaders to tailor their 
onboarding to the specific needs of the organization and the employee.53 High touch practices are 
recommended, where leaders are given the opportunity to utilize mentors and are encouraged to 
get exposed to a variety of developmental experiences.54  
 
Fourth, it is important that the organization values and supports the development of essential 
leadership skills. This includes setting clear goals and expectations and measuring a leader’s 
performance against those goals. Direct supervisors need to clarify individual performance goals 
“When we took our 
onboarding 
paradigm out of a 
three-month period 
and into a two-year 
period where 
you’re actually 
looking at a 
developmental 
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for leaders and drive operational accountability.55 These expectations should be clear and 
transparent.56  
CREATE STRATEGIC BUY-IN 
Executive onboarding programs should support the development of organizational strategies. 
Often onboarding for executives is truncated. Leaders often have aggressive performance goals 
which become paramount. However, these goals need to be realistic and 
supported with required resources in order for them to succeed.57 
Onboarding should help with this strategic planning. Much of the 
literature and industry practices call for a 100-day action plan, such that 
early wins can be implemented, and leaders can demonstrate their 
commitment to a strategy. Plans should contain organizational metrics 
and be focused on helping to grow the organization and make needed 
changes.58 Strategic changes require the ability to shift the culture, which 
takes time and is often heavily resisted by members of the organization. 
New leaders also should take an emergent approach to change 
management, where they set clear direction, stay engaged in the process, 
make people accountable, and combine initiatives into a long-term 
portfolio for change.59 Executive onboarding programs should facilitate 
building this strategic buy-in. 
RESPECT AND ALIGN CULTURE 
Perhaps the biggest challenge for new leaders is cultural assimilation. Cultural assimilation 
requires that the new leader understand the culture, is able to map people and politics, and can 
understand the organizational mores and unspoken rules. At the same 
time, the new leader must break the predecessors mold,60 creating and 
aligning the organization with their new cultural elements. This requires 
leaders to introduce change while respecting what works.61 This is a 
difficult task and executive onboarding programs should support new 
leaders in this effort. 
 
One participant noted a method that was used for cultural assimilation. 
The company used short-term assignment rotations to build leadership 
skills and strengthen culture. The rotations took up-and-coming talent and 
sent them on assignments in another geographic region. The process was 
facilitated by HR and had a set of pre-determined learning objectives. The 
rotations supported mutual learning, in which the new leaders were given 
a chance to go and learn the institutional and geographic culture and also 
share their specific expertise with local employees: “The rotations gave people exposure; it took 
people out of their comfort level; It made them rely on skills outside of their functional expertise, 
“Every company 
is different. …  
It’s whether or not 
you culturally fit 
into the mores and 
the principles and 
values of the 
organization first 
and foremost.  
And then it 
becomes that 
much easier to 
onboard.” 
“Sometimes senior 
leaders say, ‘we 
want the change 
makers, the people 
that are going to 
break glass.’ But 
nobody else wants 
that. …  I’ve 
watched that 
backfire on the 
senior leaders as 
well as the person 
that got hired.”   
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building confidence. It taught them how to work in ambiguity, be nimble and agile and verbal. It 
started bridging offices and so you started seeing these individuals become these master 
ambassadors across the entire organization.” This is an example of meeting transformative and 
relational objectives. 
UTILIZE TECHNOLOGY 
Finally, technology-aided preparation can help streamline the onboarding process and reduce the 
time spent doing compliance-level activities. This includes automated announcements, automatic 
processes for form completion, and prepopulated calendars that contain mandated trainings and 
activities. (In the OPM, the Human Resources Administration Support [HRAS] system fills out 
all paperwork on the first day.) Technology can also be used to develop relationships. For 
instance, one “new tech” company uses a social network tool to help leadership develop informal 
networks by identifying “go-to” people, key functions, and pockets of expertise. These resources 
are based on a survey tool that employees use to identify key stakeholders. 
CONCLUSION 
In industry, 40% of executives in new roles fail within the first 18 months.62 One study asserts 
that for those earning between $100K and $250K, the cost of this turnover is 40 times the base 
salary.63 Onboarding is one way to mitigate these problems. The benefits of executive 
onboarding are clear. As shown in Figure 7, onboarding increases business and individual 
performance and increases the leader’s likelihood of success.64 When questioned, 80% of 
executives believe that onboarding made a significant difference in their impact.65 
 
 
Figure 7: Impact of Onboarding 
 
Considering the modern concept of leadership as process and the reality of leadership as an 
emergent, contextualized assimilation, it makes sense to expand our concept of leadership 
onboarding from short-term efforts that focus on the first 30, 90, or 365 days to a view of 
executive onboarding that is career-long and is part of a leadership development continuum. The 
OPM, industry, and the Navy have all made significant contributions to delivering quality 
onboarding in a way that makes it a part of a larger career development process. 
 
First, the OPM has developed a comprehensive one-year plan for executive onboarding.66 This 
plan is based on industry and academic best practices and is and should be serving as a 
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foundation for the Navy Civilian onboarding process for new leaders. The plan is comprehensive 
and only lacks leader assimilation processes, detailed coaching plans, and sophisticated 
technology tools. However, participation in this program is dependent upon individual Navy 
departments’ buy-in and is not universally available.  
 
Second, the Navy itself has a robust onboarding process for military leadership that is also 
available to some Navy civilians.67 This process provides both group and individual leadership 
education and coaching as well as transition support (for new or transitioning admirals only.) 
These programs combine group development courses covering a variety of areas and one-on-one 
coaching opportunities that focus on assisting the new leader in their specific areas of need. The 
Civilian Executive Onboarding Pilot (2011) called for a similar career-long approach to getting 
new civilian leaders onboard.68 The pilot recommended onboarding processes that integrate and 
standardize processes across the Navy, that support accelerated assimilation, that develop 
processes for improving the appreciation for cultural impacts and stakeholder influence, and that 
use coaches, mentors, and strategic networks to expand leadership resources. Unfortunately, 
these onboarding options are not standardized across the Navy. A pilot program at the Center for 
Executive Education at the Naval Postgraduate School is now applying a form of the New 
Leader Assimilation Process for select new commanders. Although directed primarily at military 
leadership, these programs are appropriate for civilian leaders as well.a 
 
Finally, this study indicates that HR departments struggle with having the resources and 
institutional power to significantly impact executive onboarding. Best practices are well 
understood but infrequently practiced. Resource constraints, lack of awareness on the part of 
upper management of the benefits of accelerated leader assimilation, and the pressures of a fast-
paced environment all conspire to limit the application of executive onboarding best practices. 
This is true in industry as well as in the Navy. 
 
  
                                               
a The authors are associated with the Center for Executive Education at the Naval Postgraduate School, which offers 
many of these programs. 





The literature review focused on industry publications and took a meta-narrative approach. The 
meta-narrative analysis is an iterative six-phase process of exploring published literature—
planning, searching, mapping, source appraisal, synthesis, and finally recommendations. The 
initial research questions focused the scope into two areas: leadership development and executive 
onboarding. The following were the key search terms:  
• Assimilation • Career transitions 
• Leadership 
• Leadership skills 
• Leadership theory 
• Onboarding 
• Onboarding goals 
• Onboarding process 
• Role transition 
• Transformative leadership 
• Leader transitions 
• Executive onboarding
INTERVIEWS  
The research team conducted 79 semi-structured interviews. The interviews lasted 15–40 
minutes each. Companies represented included for-profit and nonprofit companies across a wide 
range of industries. 
RESEARCH QUESTIONS 
Interview questions were exempted by IRB and included the following: 
• What are current practices in executive onboarding?  
• What are the desired outcomes from an onboarding process?  
• How do you track those outcomes?  
• What are some of the barriers and opportunities in developing leaders? 
PARTICIPANTS 
Participants were selected using purposeful sampling and reflect a variety of roles, ages, and 
communities. Industries represented include entertainment, financial, government, health, non-
profit, retail, service, and technology companies. Participants were contacted via phone or in-
person at two conferences held by the Society for Human Resources Management (SHRM). The 

















Northern Mariana Isles 
Cumberland Valley Schools 
Debbie King Consulting  
DiaSorin 
Digestive Health Specialists 
Downtown Austin Alliance 




Gulf Coast Authority 
Harborstone Credit Union 
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Disney HR Real Estate 
Investment 





Kindness Org Nonprofit 
Krost 
LG&E And KU 
LP Insurance Services 
Michigan State Police 
Monsanto 
Monterey Bay Aquarium 
MVRDA 
National Association of 
Attorneys General 
National Bank 
Niger Delta Exploration 







Rockland Federal Credit Union 
Roland DGA Corporation 
Slack 
Stanford University HR 
Sykes El Salvador 
Tech Startup (misc.) 
The Club at Las Campanas 
Employee Engagement Group 





United Nations Population Fund 






Wind Turbines  
Wine Store 




ANALYSIS APPROACH  
Researchers analyzed the interview transcripts using thematic analysis with Dedoose qualitative 
analysis software. Researchers initially read all of the transcripts to become familiar with the 
data. After individually coding the interviews, the team then compared the coded segments 
within and across each group in order to group the codes into thematic categories. The analysis 
resulted in the final 11 themes and numerous sub-themes described in this report. 
ORGANIZATIONAL GOALS DEFINED 
COMPLIANCE 
§ IT  
§ Personnel  
§ Security 
§ Permissions 
§ Terms and conditions of employment 
ORIENTATION 
§ Onboarding charter for new employee 
§ List of recurring meetings 
§ Initial projects 
§ Performance standards 
§ Laws 
§ Procedures 
§ Resource availability 
§ Roles and responsibilities 
§ Clarification of expectations and resources 
§ Skill 
§ Job prep 
§ Management fundamentals 
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§ Budgeting 
§ Project management 
§ Reporting 
§ Resources 
§ Supervising  
PERSONAL DEVELOPMENT 
§ Career development 
§ Career goals 
§ Career action plan/performance objectives 
§ Identifying learning priorities 
§ Professional development opportunities 
§ Leadership behaviors 
STRATEGIC THINKING 
§ Fact sheets on the “hot issues”  
§ Action plans 
§ Business strategy 
§ Business dashboard 
§ Consensus on top strategic priorities 
§ Determining potential risks and problem areas in the environment 
§ Advancing the mission of the organization 
§ Articulating a vision 
§ Linking to specific business needs 
§ Identifying early wins  
§ Roadmap for long-term success 
§ Organizational development 
§ Considering improvements in organizational structure 
§ Change management 
§ Engaging the team 
CULTURAL INTEGRATION 
§ Understanding protocols 
§ Ethics and values 
§ “Normal protocols” 
§ Understanding cultural issues 
§ An environment of safe question asking 
§ Diversity 
§ Relationship building 
§ Familiarization with senior leadership relationships 
§ Connection 
§ Executive lunches 
§ Peer events for new executives 
§ Information on local community  
§ Finding the right people 
§ Open communication 
§ Strengthening alliances/networking 
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§ Building trust 
§ Influence 
ONBOARDING OBJECTIVES DEFINED 
PREREQUISITES  
§ Required training  
§ Mandatory training  
§ Required forms 
§ Security  
§ IT  
§ Facilities—work space, parking space, office, equipment, identification, PDA/Blackberry, etc. 
§ Admin—order nameplates, flags, and business cards 
§ Work life programs 
§ Transit subsidy information 
§ Payroll calendar 
§ Terms and conditions of employment 
CLARIFICATION 
§ Benefits  
o Work life programs 
o Transit subsidy information 
o Payroll calendar 
§ Vital systems 
o Laws 
o Procedures 
o Resource availability 
o Personnel policies and rules  
§ Agency  
o Structure and mission  
o Org background  
o Financial information 
o Maps and building information 
o List of acronyms 
o Understanding protocols 
§ Roles and responsibilities 
o Clarification of expectations and resources 
o Performance standards 
o Initial projects 
o List of recurring meetings 
§ Personnel 
o Work group briefing  
o Bios and resumes of direct reports 
o Photos and bios of key executives 
o Organizational chart  
o Phone book 
§ Ethics and values 
o Ethical behavior 
Page 27 of 32 
 
o An environment of safe question asking 
o Information on local community  
ACTION PLANNING 
§ Personal roadmap  
o Individual assessment 
o Career goals 
o Career action plan/performance objectives 
o Professional development opportunities 
o Onboarding charter for new employee 
o Learning priorities 
o List of 90 questions 
o Work styles and preferences 
o Strategic roadmap 
§ Organizational priorities 
o Consensus on top strategic priorities 
o Fact sheets on the “hot issues”  
o Linking to specific business needs 
o Advancing the mission of the organization 
o Business dashboard 
§ Risk assessment 
o Determining potential risks and problem areas in the environment 
o Articulating a vision 
§ Organizational development 
o Considering improvements in organizational structure 
o Change management 
o Identifying early wins  
o Engaging the team 
STAKEHOLDER ANALYSIS  
§ Employees  
§ Direct reports and staff 
§ Building workplace relationships 
§ Team 
§ Work group briefing  
§ Communication with peers, superiors 
§ Peer events for new executives 
§ Superiors 
§ Executive lunches 
§ Familiarization with senior leadership relationships 
§ Networking appointments with key leaders 
§ Other stakeholders 
o Key stakeholders and agency leaders contact info  
o Key colleagues 
o Subject matter experts 
§ Finding the right people 
§ Introductory calls/meetings with stakeholders 
§ Open forum discussions 
§ Introduction/Bio  
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COACHING AND MENTORING 
§ Executive support 
o Executive sponsoring 
o HR partner 
o Hiring manager 
o Senior mentor buddy outside direct report 
o Discussions with senior leadership 
§ External coaching 
o External onboarding/assimilation coach 
o Feedback  
o Reflections 
§ Acknowledgement  
o Message from the director/head of agency  
o Welcome gifts 
o Ceremonies 
o Anniversaries 
o Press releases 
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Onboarding: Applied vs. Industry Recommended Practices
Applied Recommended
Industry onboarding does not align with modern leadership goals, 
and industry thinks they are doing better than recommended
Personal














Begin before the first day
Structure and customize
Focus on leadership essentials











To improve implementation, consider these best practices
Onboarding Practices
